Intercellular exchange of surface molecules and its physiological relevance.
For many decades, cellular immunologists have relied on the expression of various cell surface molecules to divide cells into different types and subtypes to study their function. However, in recent years, a large and fast-expanding body of work has described the transfer of surface molecules, including MHC class I and II molecules, between cells, both in vitro and in vivo. The function of this process is still largely unknown, but it is likely to have a significant role in the control of the immune system. It is also likely that this process takes place in a regulated rather than stochastic manner, thus providing another way for the immune system to orchestrate its function. In this review we will summarize the key findings so far, examining the mechanisms of transfer, the consequences of this transfer as shown by in vitro experiments, and possible consequences for the wider immune response.